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Monuments are for the Living: The Confederate Mound Monument and the Falsehood of
Reconciliation Statues

In 2015 the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) began tracking Confederate symbol
usage in the United States, namely focusing on confederate flags and monuments. That same
year a white supremacist fatally shot nine Black worshippers at the historic Emanuel African
Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, S.C. The shooter in this case had confederate
symbols all over their home. This sparked conversation nationally about confederate symbolism
and its true purpose. In turn, the conversation led to highly contested debates on confederate
monuments and statues. Between 2015 and 2020, 148 confederate statues were removed from
the public eye1. But the most shocking fact when looking at the confederate monument debate
is not only the sheer number of monuments, but their locations. Of the Confederate monuments
constructed, 1 in 12 of them reside in Northern states.2

“Whose Heritage? Public Symbols of the Confederacy,” Southern Poverty Law Center, February 1,
2019, https://www.splcenter.org/20190201/whose-heritage-public-symbols-confederacy.
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These monuments range from memorials honoring the dead to statues celebrating
specific people. One of the largest Confederate monuments resides in the city of Chicago. The
Confederate Mound Monument is not only the largest Confederate monument in the north, it
also happens to be one of the earliest monuments erected (1893). The monument was funded
and supported by the efforts of John Cox Underwood, an engineer, veteran confederate soldier
and former Lieutenant Governor of Kentucky. How did a southern army engineer construct a
Confederate war monument in the Union supporting city of Chicago? Why did so many
confederate statues get constructed in the North?

The Confederate Mound Monument
The Confederate Mound Monument resides in the Oak Woods Cemetery in the Hyde
Park neighborhood of Chicago. Oak Woods Cemetery was established in 1854 by a private
association. The cemetery was designed by Prussian born architect Adolph Strauch. The 183
acres cemetery was constructed as a landscape lawn style and used special grading to
emphasize areas. The cemetery did not start taking burials until 1860, only a few months before
the start of the Civil War.

The location of the monument has drawn a great deal of controversy recently. The Oak
Woods Cemetery is the final resting place to many famous Chicagoans, most of whom are
prominent black figures. These figures include Ida B. Wells, Harold Washington, and John H.
Johnson. At the cemetery's center lies the Confederate Mound Monument.

If one was not familiar with the area it might seem strange approaching the lawn to see
the towering pillar standing out in the open. A 45 foot granite column stretches up from the open
grassy field. On top of the column lies a bronze casted confederate soldier in a sullen stance.
Hat removed and arms crossed as if he is in between moments of contemplation. One of the
soldier's legs stretches out to the front with the foot just hanging over the edge.

The stance gives the figure the look as if it might jump at any moment. The figure’s features
were based upon the painting “Appomattox” by John A. Elder and depict a soldier just after the
surrender of the C.S.A. John Cox Underwood would describe the piece in his writings, “The
memorial is truly a handsome creation of the stoneworkers' art, and presents a dignified and
imposing appearance, the correct proportions being ever noticeable in the chaste yet simple
design…”. 3
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Several plaques and bronze reliefs circle the base of the monument. The first relief entitled “ A
Call to Arms” , which lies on the east facing side of the monument, depicts men rushing to enter
a building to sign up to fight for the Confederacy.

The second relief, “Soldiers Death Dream” , which lies on the southern facing side of the
monument, depicts a strewn body under a tree out on the battlefield. The last relief, “ A
Veteran's Return Home” which lies on the west facing side of the monument, depicts a soldier
returning to his log cabin. The figure is approaching the cabin with a walking stick and a sullen
down turned head. The base and mound were updated in 1910-1911 as the site had started to
fall into disrepair due to poor drainage. A second granite base and drainage were added. The
additional granite stand was created by Van Amringe Granite Co. of Boston.

As you travel to the very base of the monument several bronze placards list 4,200 men
who were interred in this cemetery plot, and those who assisted with the erection of the
monument. Surrounding the monument are four artillery cannons and shells stacked in six
pyramids. Alongside this monument lie 12 headstones of unknown Union soldiers in a row.
These pieces were furnished by the War Department under authority of an Act of Congress. The
Confederate Mound Monuments purpose was to memorialize those who died at the nearby
Camp Douglas.

Camp Douglas originally stood as a training center for Union soldiers at its beginnings. It
was then converted to a POW camp in 1863 for confederate soldiers as the war raged on. Its
maximum capacity was initially intended for 10,000 soldiers but during the height of the war
housed as many as 26,000 at one time. Disease ran rampant throughout the camp due to poor
conditions. Little sewage drainage and rough winters made it all too easy for men to become
sick. A typhoid fever outbreak at the camp killed thousands of soldiers. A few Union soldiers
were also casualties of the disease outbreak and were buried alongside the Confederate dead.
Most of these men were buried in mass graves on the site, while some eventually were buried in
the City Cemetery. Upon the closing of City Cemetery, the bodies interred there were moved to
the new locations such as Rosehill, Graceland, and Oak Woods. The federal government
purchased a section of Oak Woods in 1867 to accommodate the casualties of Camp Douglas.
The coffins were placed in concentric circular trenches. Although the government only had
4,200 names, cemetery records indicate that closer to 6,000 men were buried. The site of Camp
Douglas after its closure became an impromptu monument itself. As a sign of respect, Union
veterans would lay flowers at the site. This also prompted Confederate veterans to lay flowers at
sites nearby in honor of fallen Union soldiers. This eventually became Decoration Day now
known as Memorial Day. These small gestures led to conversation on how to better honor the
fallen.

John Cox Underwood’s Quest for Reconciliation and the Lost Cause
Beginning in the 1890 there was a push from Confederate veteran associations across
the country to recognize the dead and to memorialize the events of the Civil War. The ExConfederate Association of Chicago was the largest confederate association in Illinois and they
tasked themselves with creating a monument. They set their sights on memorializing those who
died at Camp Douglas. This began the planning of the Confederate Mound Monument which
became the life’s work of one man, John Cox Underwood.
John Cox Underwood was born in Georgetown Washington D.C. to U.S. Representative
Joseph Rogers Underwood and his second wife, Elizabeth Threlkeld Cox. His grandfather John
was the mayor of Georgetown before its annexation and a slaveholder. His father however held
Unionist views and when war broke out John Cox Underwood joined the Confederacy. He went
to school and became a civil engineer in 1862 in which he enlisted shortly after graduation.
Underwood would go on to serve in the Engineer Corps of the Confederate States Army serving
in Tennessee. He would eventually be captured in 1863 in Tennessee where he was sent to a
POW camp in Ohio. He was then moved to a camp in Massachusetts where he eventually was
given a presidential pardon by Abraham Lincoln after influential family members pleaded his
case. His time at the camps was the driving force in his decision to participate in the planning of
the Confederate Mound Monument.

Underwood moved to Chicago in 1890 as did many people fleeing the shambles of the
postwar south. He became a member of the Ex-Confederate Association of Chicago and was
voted unanimously as the director of the Confederate Mound Monument project. Previous to his
arrival Underwood worked in politics, newspapers and engineered the Fountain Square Park in
Bowling Green Kentucky. But the Confederate Mound Monument would be the push he needed
to realize his life’s work, constructing public works of reconciliation.

In Underwoods’s written “Appeal for Monumental Aid” he discusses the need to bring
both Northerners and Southerners together in this massive project,
“To die at any time is the hardest service a soldier can render to his
people, but to die in a prison hospital far from family and friends and lie
buried beneath soil away from home and in a then adverse section, is
the giving of life for the " lost cause," under such circumstances, as
might well awaken sympathy even among the most unimpressionable.
The soldiers of the Confederacy who died within the borders of Southern States have not been forgotten, and their graves are kept green and
constantly cared for by loving hands; is it then not a noble charity from
all, and a sectional duty from comrades and Southern people generally,
to contribute as they can afford to monument American valor and mark
the hero remains of those who, almost unknown, in a hostile prison
camp, ended their service to the cause in the grave?” (United
Confederate Veterans, 1892)4
Underwood’s sentiments drive at the need to appeal to both Northern and
Southern comrades to right this wrong. He appealed to his southern cohort by
justifying their deaths for the “lost cause” and then pulled in northern support by
defining it as charity. This would help Underwood raise over $24,647 at the time
which translates to approximately $750,000 today. The most interesting part of
Underwood’s fundraising was that most of his money came from people residing in
the north. This group can be divided into two categories: southerners who relocated to
the north and captains of industry.
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A list of individuals who supported the monument can be found in the Report of Proceedings
Incidental to the Erection and Dedication of the Confederate Monument. The 285 page
document includes a list of the upper crust of Chicago at the time including real estate
developer Ferdinand W. Peck, department store magnate H.G. Selfridge, and newspaper
publisher Melville E. Stone. These businessmen not only gave money but also their time on
various committees assisting in the construction of the monument. At the end of the Report of
Proceedings a future event is listed in which those wealthy businessmen were invited to a
business summit in Atlanta GA. Their reward for participation was immediate as they were
given great opportunities to participate in huge business ventures in the south.

In only a few short years enough funds were raised and the monument was erected. To
celebrate the triumph Underwood and his committee planned the most lavish dedication
ceremony Chicago had seen. The evening of May 29, 1895 a reception was held at Palmer
House in downtown Chicago. Hundreds of guests arrived to celebrate including distinguished
Confederate veterans and Chicago’s wealthy elite. Gentlemen after gentlemen came to the
podium in their finest suits to praise the monument and the effort behind it. The halls of the
Palmer were lined with confederate and american flags hung side by side. And in each and
every speech the words of reconciliation rang out. Lieutenant General Wade Hampton
addressed the crowd with this sentiment in mind,

“...it would take me several hours to do justice to — the chivalry of the
south. I did not come here to speak of the south. I came here with a
grateful heart to thank the people of Chicago for doing what I think is
the most honorable thing that has been done by any people in the
history of America. Narrow-minded and bigoted men may abuse you,
and may abuse us, who come here from the south at your invitation,
to do honor, not to Confederate soldiers, not to victors in a great civil
strife, but to dead Confederates, men who represented the bravery,
the courage, the devotion to duty, the very highest type of American
manhood. You have called us here to join you in doing honor to these
men, and we have come here to take the hand of good fellowship, of
comradeship which you have offered to us.” 5
The reception would last two and a half hours long with dozens of men giving speeches. Each
one reiterating comradery and reconciliation in their words. But also defending hardily the cause
the confederates fought and died for.

The celebration would then move to Kinsley’s restaurant from 8-12pm for a ten course meal
over more speeches. The following day May 30 a parade starting on Michigan Avenue would
walk to the Oak Woods Cemetery for the unveiling and dedication.
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The parade was led by a group of southern and northern women escorting a large
liberty bell. These women were also the ones who decorated the monument site with large
bouquets of southern flowers to make it feel as though the dead were buried in southern soil.
The massive celebration brought a great deal of controversy to the monument. One of
the largest issues with the monument was not the statue itself but how it was celebrated. Many
former union veterans and organizations such as the Grand Army of the Republic ( G.A.R)6.
protested the decision to make the dedication date as Decoration Day aka Memorial Day. This
was due to the fact that Memorial Day was in celebration of those who have fallen defending the
United States. Since these soldiers died defending the Confederate States of America, they
should not be celebrated on Memorial Day. Joseph Thayer was one of the most outspoken
members of the G.A.R. In response to the announcement of the dedication date Thayer stated,
“It is giving a false impression to the rising generation to picture the
Confederate this way. The monument is out of place, decidedly, north of
Mason and Dixon’s line; but our principal objections is that this monument
should be dedicated on Memorial Day. … Memorial Day belongs to the
Union soldier, and has been set apart as a day in which to commemorate
the deeds of the men who died to save the Nation.” 7
The G.A.R also stated that no members would ever be in attendance to such a
ceremony. But the protest of the G.A.R was not the only objection. A man by the name of
Thomas D. Lowther decided to take matters into his own hands and respond to the monument
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Shapiro, Jarrett. “Chicago’s ‘Harmonious Forgetfulness’: John Cox Underwood and the Meaning of Reconciliation at
Confederate Mound, 1885-1896,” 2020.

with a small monument of his own, known as the Ugly Rock Cenotaph 8.

Thomas D. Lowther was an English born abolitionist who spent most of his life living in
Florida. He was forced to flee his home in Florida during the Civil War due to his abolitionist
views. Lowther eventually found his way to Chicago where he would make his home. Upon
seeing the announcement of the Confederate Mound Monument Lowther decided to raise funds
for a monument of his own. In 1896 the Cenotaph was constructed and placed in Oak Woods
Cemetery in close proximity to the Confederate Mound Monument, after many bitter years trying
to garner support from Union veteran groups.9 The monument is a small rock with a bronze
plaque placed on its front. The text of the monument reads:
“To those unknown heroic men Once resident in the
southern states, Martyrs for human freedom, Who at the breaking out
of the Civil War, Refused to be traitors to the Union; Who without
moral and material support, Stood alone among ruthless enemies,
And after unspeakable suffering, either Died at their post of duty Or,
abandoning home and possessions Sought refuge, And scant bread
for their families. Among strangers at the North, To those pure
patriots who, Without bounty, without pay, Without pension, without
honor, Went to their graves Without recognition even by their country
This stone is raised and inscribed, By one of themselves, An exiled
abolitionist.”
Lowther felt it necessary to place this monument in direct opposition to the Confederate
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Mound Monument. Lowther’s main objective in erecting this monument was two fold: education
of future generations and breaking up the Lost Cause narrative. He stated, “‘I know that in their
schools and in other ways they are educating their children to look forward to a time when they
shall lift again the banner of the ‘lost cause’’’. By allowing the erection of such a monument in
Chicago was emboldening Southerners to perpetuate their Lost Cause mythos and assert their
righteousness about the war. “The fact is, the Confederates have been treated so
magnanimously by the North that they have come to assume the position that they were entirely
right in the war, and that anything which can be construed into a criticism of their attitude is
contemptible and unpatriotic”.10
Unfortunately, at the time there is very little evidence of push back from the black
communities of Chicago regarding the monuments erection. The social, political, and economic
complexities of Chicago during and after the war created tensions that would eventually erupt a
decade later. Newspapers at the time, including prominent black papers such as The Broad Ax
and The Chicago Conservator, reported only on the event's grandiosity.

Illinois’ Complicated History
To better understand the complicated feelings and reactions to the Confederate Mound
Monument one must look at the complicated history of Illinois to gain a better perspective.
Before Illinois was admitted into the Union in 1818 it was a territory that saw control change
several hands. Initially, the land was settled and became part of the French empire. The territory
became New France and then La Louisiane until 1763. After the Seven Years War it was
turned over to the British. During this time slavery was common to the territory. Enslaved
peoples were used in agriculture, salt mining, and hunting and trapping. The territory eventually
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became part of the United State shortly after the Revolutionary War.

Illinois received its statehood December 3, 1818 and was admitted into the Union as a
free state. This however did not change the practice of slavery in the territory very much. The
enslaved who were already here stayed as such. The caveat of statehood only stopped new
enslaved peoples from being bought and sold within Illinois. This treatment would eventually
end when the Illinois constitution of 1848 outright banned slavery in all forms. The state
became divided on the subject even more as the nation raged towards a civil war.11

Southern Illinois sympathies lied with the sentiments of the south which led the area to
become a hotbed for secessionists. Small towns like Egypt Illinois even tried to split from Illinois
so that it could secede from the Union. The state at this time was also grappling politically. The
election in 1861 kicked off a movement the following year to amend the state constitution. The
State Constitutional Convention of 1862 codified 1853 legislation prohibiting blacks from
immigrating to Illinois and barring blacks already living in Illinois from voting or holding office.
These Illinois Black Laws (also known as Black Codes) restricted freed black peoples within the
state until 1865. A reverse underground railroad business was also happening during this time.
11
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Freed blacks would be kidnapped in Illinois and sold as slaves in southern states. However,
tides changed slightly when Fort Sumter was attacked. Illinoisans enlisted en masse. By the
summer of 1862 Illinois had sent over 130,000 men to war. In total, 259,092 Illinois men served
in the Union Army. The state suffered 34,834 killed and several thousands more wounded. 12

The debate about the civil war was so divisive that it caused newspapers to draw sides.
The Chicago Times went head to head with the Chicago Tribune both espousing oppositional
sides of the war. The Chicago Times sides with copperhead idea and pro-slavery sentiments,
while the Chicago Tribune backed President Lincoln in full. The sensational headlines of the
Chicago Times became so violent in tone that it led to the paper being shut down by Union
troops. It was only reinstated after President Lincoln overturned the court order to shut it down.
Chicago, however, had a stronger abolitionist movement even before the war. Groups like the
Chicago Anti-Slavery Society and the Illinois Liberty Party, formed across the city to push
abolition sentiments. These organizations began petitioning and holding conferences as early
as 1839 and continued long into the civil war. Participants in these organizations even aided the
Underground Railroad locally. Even with all the abolitionists within Chicago black citizens still
had a struggle settling in the city.
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Black codes prohibited many black citizens of Chicago to fully integrate into the city. This
would eventually lead to one of the first race riots in Chicago in 1862. After teamsters stopped
black chicagoans from using the city's omnibus system. This riot led to one of the earliest
reported enactments of public segregation in the city. This did little to slow the great migration to
the city.

During the war 20 black refugees fleeing the south arrived in Chicago daily. Despite the
hardships experienced with black code laws the black population of Chicago thrived. “Steady
southern migration raised Chicago's black population to 40,000 by 1910”.13 Most blacks arriving
settled in the south side of the city. Black lead institutions began to rise in the 1870s. “Between
1890 and 1916 black Chicagoans established Provident Hospital, the Wabash Avenue YMCA,
several black newspapers, including the Chicago Defender, and local branches of the NAACP
and Urban League”. It was also during this time that formal segregation began to break down.
“The state extended the franchise to African Americans in 1870 and ended legally sanctioned
school segregation in 1874.”14 A state law against discrimination in public places was passed in
1885, although it was rarely enforced. The migration of blacks from the south began to grow
well into the 1900s.
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This eventually exploded in 1919 during the Red Summer when race riots began to sweep
across the nation. Chicago’s racial tensions were focused in the south side. “The riot was
triggered by the death of a Black youth on July 27. He had been swimming in Lake Michigan
and had drifted into an area tacitly reserved for whites; he was stoned and he shortly drowned.”
The police refused to arrest the white aggressors even with witnesses at the scene. Violence
escalated after the event on the streets of southern chicago. The riot lasted for 13 days with 38
dead (23 Blacks, 15 whites), 537 injured, and 1,000 Black families made homeless. 15

Before the south side became an enclave for black chicagoans and the growing middle
class it was a resort area for the wealthy elite. Hyde Park started as a real estate venture of
Paul Cornell who purchased the 300 acres of land to establish a place close to the city center.
To improve the property value Cornell gave part of the land to the Illinois Railway system. Even
the selection of the name was carefully chosen to evoke a feeling of New York and London.
Captains of industry built summer homes along the lake. Following the Chicago Fire and the
World’s Columbian Exposition, the population of Hyde Park exploded. Cornell fought to keep
any industrialization out of the area to keep the feeling of a resort town. Not only did he fight to
keep out industry he also fought to keep out black families. Only white affluent business families
were given the rights to property in the area. Even after Hyde Park was annexed into Chicago in
15
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1889, only the rich elite lived there.16

This area was one of the few in the south side that pushed out black families. This redlining
practice didn't begin to wane until the 1940s when black families began to move into the Hyde
Park area. Though the area has been desegregated the population of the southside shows that
full integration was not really achieved. The area still maintains a highly white population in a
black community area.

The Confederate Mound Monument Today
This is why it is easy to see why the Confederate Mound Monument is still a highly
contested debate to this day. The Oak Woods site has had its fair share of protesting and
petitioning since the very day the plans for the Confederate Mound Monument were announced.
In the past few decades the discussion about the monument has become ever present. Racial
injustices across the country have caused us as a nation to reconsider our very own history.
The monument debate surrounding confederate monuments is especially telling. When one
considers the history of the area Oak Woods is easy to draw conclusions about racism and
white supremacy.
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Around the 2010’s celebrations and demonstrations started to increase at the
Confederate Mound Monument. Organizations like the Illinois chapter of the Sons of
Confederate Veterans began holding celebrations recently around Memorial Day. The SOns of
Confederate Veterans started in Virginia in 1896 and by 1906 had spread throughout the south.
The Illinois chapter however, did not begin until 1989. Dressed in period garb men would appear
at the monument to honor the dead by giving speeches and doing military marches. Many
groups in the area like Smash White Supremacy Chicago and the Make it Right Project began
to demonstrate and counterprotest these events. Smash White Supremacy argued that a
memorial to the dead is an honorable thing, but a monument to the cause is an entirely different
statement. Other organizers and citizens of the neighborhood also have conflicted feelings
about honoring the dead and glorifying their cause. Neighborhood resident Jolisha Johnson
stated that while honoring the dead is important, celebrating with period correct demonstrations
is not. Her response to seeing Illinois Sons of Confederate Veterans parading around a CSA
flag near the graves of prominent black folks, “This is a blood-soaked flag that is used to strike
fear, and the fact that it is in the same place with all these prominent black people, that is a
violent act and really not all right with me”.17 The Sons of Confederate Veterans responded to
the public criticism by referring onlookers to their organizational Illinois website. On the Sons of
Confederate Veterans website they declare their organization is historical and does not foster
racism. It reads:
“The Sons of Confederate Veterans, in furtherance of the Charge of Lieutenant
General Stephen D. Lee, shall be strictly patriotic, historical, educational, fraternal,
benevolent, non-political, non-racial and non-sectarian. The Sons of Confederate
Veterans neither embraces, nor espouses acts or ideologies of racial and religious
bigotry, and further, condemns the misuse of its sacred symbols and flags in the
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conduct of same. Each member is expected to perform his full duty as a citizen
according to his own conscience and understanding.”18
While the organization makes every effort to decree its purpose is strictly historical, its
appearance seems to be otherwise. The usage of confederate flags and slogans like
“Make Dixie Great Again”, perpetuate the same lost cause narratives as their
forefathers.
The Make it Right Project listed the Confederate Mound Monument as one of its top ten
monuments that should come down. The Make it Right Project is a grassroots organization that
was started in 2018 and seeks to bring together activists, artists, historians and media outlets to
remove Confederate monuments and tell the truth about history19. Although several petitions
and protests have occurred at the Confederate Mound Monument there is still a great deal of
hesitation towards removal.

A New Wave of Reconciliation Monuments
The wave of monuments erected post war sought to keep the narrative of the lost cause
alive often using the guise of reconciliation. We can see this in the descriptions of the
Confederate Mound Monuments proceedings and newspaper articles of the time. One could
easily switch Lost Cause with Reconciliation in many written materials. WIth discussions about
monuments places in society occurring and the removal of some work, a push toward changing
the monuments narrative is occuring
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One of the earlier attempts at changing the narrative was the West Michigan civil war
monument also known as the Allendale Civil War statue. The stone monument was erected in
1998 and was added to the Veterans Garden of Honor as a piece dedicated to the Civil War
era. The work depicts a confederate soldier holding a CSA flag back-to-back with a Union
Soldier holding a U.S. flag. At their feet in the middle is a black child picking up a document that
states “Freedom to Slaves”.

The very site of the statue instills strange feelings. The infantilization of black people in
the slave boy depiction and the glorification of the Confederate flag are a couple reasons the
statue has been protested. The organization Allendale for Equality began protesting the site in
early 2016. On their website they outline the reasons the statue should come down. In their
argument they state the statue is a false representation of history, glorifies the Lost Cause myth,
and the fact that the date of the document in the child’s hand is not even the correct date of the

emancipation proclemation20. Many petitions have been presented in regards to removing the
monument but none have passed.

One of the best examples of reconciliation is the Kansas Reconciliation monument in
Wichita Kansas. This obelisk granite monument was added in 2016 after a confederate flag was
removed in the veterans monument park. The flag was removed after the 2015 church shooting
in Charleston, South Carolina. Instead of leaving the site bare the city decided to erect this four
sided granite obelisk as a compromise. Two sides are dedicated to the Confederate soldiers
and the other two sides are dedicated to Union soldiers. Recently petitions have been drawn to
remove the statue but the city will not act. City council member Brandon Johnson stated, “He
doesn't agree with the monument being a part of Veterans Memorial Park, but he said any effort
to remove the monument now would have to come from the public — not city leaders”.21 The
West Michigan Reconciliation Monument and the Kansas Reconciliation monument highlight the
change in conversation about confederate civil war monuments. What is the correct path to take
when honoring the dead? Should monuments be taken down or should the sites be
reappropriated? The depictions and wording on both reconciliation monuments show us that
memorializing the dead with monuments overshadows the very act of remembrance. When
looking at the recent reappropriation efforts it's clear to see that the Lost Cause is not lost at all
but instead has been given a shiny new name, reconciliation.
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